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Ole Faergeman: Individual and societal responsibilities for maintaining health

Risk of certain diseases can be affected by medication, by the choice of what we eat, and by decisions made in government departments or industry board rooms.  These relationships are complex and gefundenes fressen for ethicists. The relationship of agricultural policy to climate change and human health is a case in point.

Eating large amounts of meat from pigs, cows, goats or sheep increases risk of deaths from cardiovascular disease, and risk of dying of certain cancers, by about 30%. At the same time, producing livestock accounts for about 18% of greenhouse gases. It also provides work for about 20% of world population. We could simultaneously reduce the degree of climate change and the risk of cardiovascular and cancer deaths, if we reduced production and consumption of meat from these animals (”red meat”). Such changes in dietary habits also require fundamental changes in agricultural policy and in the way we farm. 

Cardiovascular disease and cancer are examples of human diseases sharing causes with climate change. Another group of diseases are caused by, or exacerbated, by global warming.  Examples are thermal stress, accidental and intentional injuries, and malnutrition or famine
Human disease and global warming are thus related in several ways, and the WHO (World Health Assembly) as well as  several national medical associations have adopted policies to take these relationships into account.

Yet it is difficult for politicians, in democracies, to make the necessary changes in national and international policies for energy, transport, agriculture, urban planning, family planning, etc., without broad public understanding of the issues. How we go about persuading the public what to think raises interesting ethical issues.
